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Abstract
The purpose of our study was to support six primary school children with Special Educational Needs (SEN)- out 
of a sample of 16 pupils with and without SEN- in order to improve their writing skills by using the method of 
differentiated teaching through Children’s literature. The intervention lasted 6 teaching hours during which all 
children edited a variety of creative activities based on two chosen literature texts, with the writing tasks being 
differentiated for children with SEN. The collected data proved that most children with SEN increased the text size 
they produced but they presented variations regarding the quality of the vocabulary they used. 
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1. Introduction
The term children with “Special Educational Needs” (SEN) represents a big category of pupils who face up with 
various learning difficulties to a greater or lesser extent on account of learning disabilities (e.g. dyslexia) or other 
problems derived from their different cultural and lingual environment (Koutrouba, Vamvaraki, Steliou, 2006). In 
greek reality, children with SEN are subscribed in mainstream schools (Anastasiou & Polychronopoulou, 2009), 
where they can’ t have the right support, as schools don’t adjust their curriculum to help those pupils cope with their
difficulties (Farrel, 2003). However, recent research has showed that differentiated teaching is a very effective 
teaching method which supports all learners to build new knowledge, be actively engaged in teaching practice and 
cultivate their self-esteem in a constructive learning environment (Tomlinson, 1999). In addition, research has 
proved that many pupils with learning disabilities prefer schoolteachers that adapt their teaching so as to help all 
children participate in the lesson regardless their school performance and their marks (Padeliadu, 1995). Therefore,
the aim of our study was to examine the efficacy of differentiated teaching as a method for helping primary school 
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children with SEN improve their performance in the tasks of creative writing through the lesson of literature. In 
particular, we assumed that our intervention would help six pupils with learning disabilities produce more extensive 
texts than usual which would contain a more appropriate and “enriched” vocabulary than they normally used.
2. Students with SEN
In developed societies one ordinary classroom of 25 schoolchildren consists actually of smaller pupils’ groups 
according to their educational needs. Each pupil, of course, presents his or her individual needs but with a closer 
look we realize that some children can fulfill their tasks very easily so they need progressively new educational 
challenges, while about half of schoolchildren constitute the type of the “average student”. In other words, they need 
little support from the teacher. On the other hand, there is a small percentage of pupils that face up with learning 
difficulties and need continuous help by their schoolteacher. Finally, there are one or two pupils with serious 
educational needs that require intensive support to carry out any learning task (Knight, 2009).
The latter two categories represent students with SEN who have learning difficulties to a greater or lesser extent 
(Gross, 2002). In particular, according to U.S. society there are learning difficulties such as listening 
comprehension, speaking, basic reading skills including reading comprehension, written expression, arithmetic 
calculation and mathematics reasoning skills (Grigorenko & Stemberg, 2000). On the other hand, some pupils face 
up with learning difficulties due to their cultural and social background, their financial status or their family 
environment. For example, there is a high possibility when a child moves to a foreign country to present great 
difficulties with the local language and to find it hard to adequately respond to school’s tasks (Gross, 2002). 
Under these circumstances, when teachers assign their students with the same teaching and learning activities 
ignoring their different educational needs, they actually cannot support them effectively in the learning process 
(Tomlinson, 1999). This fact, in combination with the psychological distress students with learning disabilities 
experience, may lead them to academic failure (MacMaster, Donovan, Macintyre, 2002). Therefore, we strongly 
believe that schoolteachers should take into account their students’ educational needs adjusting the curriculum when 
necessary. 
3. The differentiated teaching
3.1. Introduction to differentiated teaching
According to Tomlinson (1999: 2), teachers in differentiated classrooms are “artists who use the tools of their 
craft to address students’ needs”. In other words, in differentiated classrooms schoolteachers accept that each child 
learns in a particular way and has significant needs so they adjust curriculum, promote different learning styles and 
try to engage all children in learning process. Under these circumstances, schoolteachers should take into 
consideration the learning profile of their pupils - which is based on their interests, their school performance and the 
particular way they learn - when designing each teaching hour as the needs vary from lesson to lesson, even for the 
same pupil (Burns & Dean, 2005; Lawrence- Brown, 2004). This fact requires an ongoing evaluation process which 
aims at providing students a constructive feedback (Tomlinson, 1999). However, in differentiated classrooms 
teachers don’t diversify the learning activities for each student individually (Lynch & Adams, 2008) but actually 
group their students' needs and modify the learning tasks in two or three levels (Tomlinson, 1999).
In addition, through differentiated teaching schoolteachers become their students’ partners and coordinate the 
learning process by abandoning their traditional authority and by supporting children accomplish specific learning 
objectives. Through individual or teamwork activities schoolteacher can diversify the content of students’ tasks 
(Salend, 2005) either the way children shall work on the differentiated activities (Lawrence- Brown, 2004) or 
support students create different final products that represent what they have learned (Tomlinson, 1999).
More specifically, the content reflects the cognitive concepts and skills that students are to draw, as well as the 
teaching strategies that will be used for this purpose (Salend, 2005). The way in which children will work on the
subject, i.e. the process, generally refers to didactic actions and pupils’ activities that would be entrusted during the 
teaching hour (Lawrence- Brown, 2004). Ultimately, the final product or result is a tool or a way to indicate what 
pupils have learned during each teaching hour or suggest how children can extend their knowledge (Tomlinson, 
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1999). In conclusion, we should emphasize the fact that in differentiated classrooms schoolteachers should adjust 
curriculum to their students’ needs and set alternative objectives for students with SEN (Salend, 2005) so as to 
“structure successful experiences in order to bolster both their skills and their confidence in themselves as learners” 
(Lawrence- Brown, 2004: 41).
3.2. Research studies about the use of differentiated teaching 
Tomlinson (1999) has presented varied cases of schoolteachers who implement differentiated teaching in their 
classroom with great results for students’ school performance.  In particular, there are examples of schoolteachers 
who used the method to support 1st grade students work on compound words or others who assign their 5th grade 
students present the biography of a famous person so as to practice their research and writing skills. Moreover, some 
educators try to help pupils in middle grades discover their interests or show their special talents by implementing 
the method in science classes or literature circles and others use differentiated teaching to diversify the difficulty 
level of students’ tasks in foreign language classes.  Differentiated teaching can also be implemented in mathematic 
class, as Grimes and Stevens (2009) presented the effectiveness of the method on 22 fourth grade students who were 
both high and low achievers in this lesson. The above mentioned examples show that differentiated teaching can be 
implemented in all grades of education to approach a multitude of subjects’ area (Tomlinson, 1999).
At this point, we should present examples in which the method was implemented for a longer period of time or 
was used to help a considerable number of pupils. In particular, Conway Elementary School and Colchester High 
School in USA had managed to help their students standardize and improve their test-score by using the method for 
six years (Tomlinson, Brimijoin, Narvaez, 2008). In addition, there are studies that prove the effectiveness of 
differentiated teaching to students with learning disabilities. Tyner (2009) suggests a small-group differentiated 
instructional model which had been effective for 1st grade struggling readers in different schools in USA, while 
other researches had used differentiated teaching among other teaching methods to help youths at risk (e.g. 
homeless, poor, abused children or youths from dysfunctional families) with learning difficulties and special 
education children with learning disabilities improve their reading and writing skills which were at or below fifth  
grade level (Gould & Gould, 2003). Finally, Boston Renaissance School in Massachusetts participated in the project 
“Charters Schools in Action” by using differentiated teaching so as to help minority children with learning 
difficulties improve their performance until the 8th grade (Manno, Chester, Bierlein, Vanourek, 1998).
Therefore, relying on the above examples that present the implementation of the method through the lesson of 
literature and taking into consideration its effectiveness on students with learning disabilities, we assumed that 
differentiated teaching could help six particular students with SEN improve their writing skills regarding the extent 
of the texts they would produce and the quality of the vocabulary they would use during the intervention.
4.  Intervention
4.1. The method
The sample consisted of 16 children drawn from a fourth grade classroom of a middle-sized primary school in a 
suburb of Athens. It included 12 boys and 4 girls, ranging in age from 9 to 10 years. Six of those children faced up 
with SEN. In particular, three of them were facing up with learning disabilities, but there was a formal assessment of 
those difficulties only in the case of two of them.  Specifically, one boy (student A) faced up with Attention Deficit 
Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) and the other one (student B) faced up with dyslexia. As for the other child  
mentioned, he also faced up with dyslexia according to the informal evaluation of the schoolteacher (student C). All
three boys had also difficulties in understanding complex spoken or written instructions. Apart from students with 
disabilities, the differentiated activity sheets were given to three other pupils who faced up with learning difficulties. 
In particular, one foreign girl (student D) had moved in Greece about a year before the intervention and the other 
two (one girl and one boy) had serious learning gaps on account of family problems (students E and F). All children 
with SEN had considerable difficulties in correct spelling and punctuation of words, in using the appropriate 
vocabulary to express their ideas and in producing major texts. These difficulties were also due to the variety of 
negative emotions they usually experienced (e.g. anxiety) before carrying out any writing task (Klassen, 2002).
Differentiated teaching was incorporated into the lesson of literature because this approach was thought to be the 
best choice to help children with SEN cope with their difficulties in a non-stressful way. Totally, the intervention 
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lasted six 45-minute instructive hours, during which all students after the presentation of each story participated in 
group activities such as role playing, discussions, brain-storming etc. and edited individual creating writing tasks 
(Cornett, 1999). Follow-up activities designed to recall of the main story line, targeting character, feelings, values 
and attitudes and help students complete their reading intake. In addition, all children completed a 7-item 
questionnaire designed with the aim of assessing in perspective their initial and final preferences in similar creative 
activities. The questionnaire was mainly based on the kinds of creative activities that children would edit during the 
intervention. Through the first item children were to state the extent they like the lesson of literature choosing their 
answer on a scale of 1 to 3 (very much – much – not at all). They were also given some choices to justify their 
answers in case they stated that they didn’t like the lesson of literature at all. In a similar way through the second, 
third, fourth and sixth item children were asked to state if they like some kinds of creative activities based on the 
literature texts that they usually edit during the course of literature justifying their answers as they did in the first 
item. In particular, they were asked if they like discussions involving all children of the class, painting activities, 
individual creative writing activities and drama activities. Through the fifth item children were asked to state the 
role they prefer to take when they edit creative writing group activities on a scale of 1 to 5 (e.g. the role of the group 
leader). Finally, the seventh item asked them to rate their preferences for the above kinds of activities on a scale of 1 
to 5 and to state whether they liked another creative task not mentioned in the questionnaire. 
Based on interests of the whole class and especially of children with SEN two stories from the fourth-grade 
literature textbook were selected: “A different football match” by Pantelis Kaliotsios (Katsiki - Gkivalou et al., 
2007) and “Meeting in Space” written by Kira Sinou (Katsiki - Gkivalou et al., 2007). Our method was based on 
Rosenblatt’s transactional theory (Rosenblatt, 1978) and the principles of differentiated teaching (Tomlinson, 1999).  
In particular, some writing tasks were differentiated on two levels, so we used two types of activity sheets: the first 
one was edited by pupils without SEN and the second one by the six children with learning disabilities and 
difficulties. In addition, writing activities were differentiated regarding to the pronunciation and the instructions of 
the tasks (Salend, 2005). Under these circumstances, we could compare the performance of students with SEN in 
differentiated written activities as well as to the texts of students without difficulties. Finally, beside the data we 
collected through the initial and final questionnaire and the activity sheets, we collected important data thanks to the 
recording of the intervention and the educational calendar which was completed by the schoolteacher during and 
immediately after each teaching hour.
4.2. Results
After examining the extent of the texts students with SEN have produced during the differentiated writing tasks, 
we realized that those students have managed to increase the number of the words they used to express their ideas at 
some points of the intervention.  In particular, as Table 1 presents, student A (student with ADHD) progressively 
managed to increase the extent of his texts from 6 – 10 words (first writing task) to 36 – 40 words (fourth writing 
task).  Similarly, students who faced up with dyslexia (student B and C) had also managed to increase the extent of 
their texts by reaching to use 26 – 30 words and 31 – 35 words, respectively. As for students who faced up with 
learning difficulties without presenting learning disabilities, they had also managed to increase the extent of their 
texts. Specifically, student D (who had recently moved in Greece) had managed to produce a text of 36 – 40 words 
at the end of intervention, while the other two children with learning gaps (student E and F) had even succeed in 
using 40 words and more for expressing their ideas. 
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Table 1. The extent of the texts that students with SEN produced individually during each differentiated creative 
writing task.
Indeed, the extent of the texts that students with SEN produced during the whole intervention is comparable to 
that produced by children without SEN.  As Figure 1 presents, less extensive texts were produced by students 
without SEN.  Moreover, it’s interesting that 1/3 of the extensive texts (which contained more than 30 words) were 
produced by children with SEN, who also featured strongly in the production of texts with more than 40 words.  
More specifically, considering that children without SEN produced 50 texts and students with SEN produced 30 
texts during the whole intervention, it’s obvious that 40% of texts produced by children without SEN contained 1-
15 words when children with SEN produced 1/3 of short texts comparatively to their total performance.  In addition, 
32% of all texts produced by students without learning disabilities corresponds to texts with modest extent (from 16 
to 30 words), while this percentage represents 43% of all texts in case of children with SEN.  Finally, extensive texts 
cover 28% of all texts produced by students without SEN and 23% of all texts produced by children with SEN.  
Therefore, it becomes obvious that thanks to differentiated teaching children with SEN managed to produce par 
excellence texts from 16 to 30 words, while children without SEN attracted the largest proportion in less extensive 
texts. Finally, children with SEN produced an important amount of extensive texts, which can be compared to those 
been produced by children without SEN. 
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Figure 1. The extent of the texts that were produced by students with and without SEN during the whole 
intervention.
Considering the quality of vocabulary students with SEN used during the intervention, it’s worth mentioning that 
we have distinguished it into three categories: the term “poor vocabulary” refers to inadequate words and phrases as 
students tried to express their ideas without using the right words. The second category refers to a “sufficient 
vocabulary”, in other words children with SEN managed to express their opinion adequately but they didn’t enrich 
The extent of the texts 
Students 1st writing task 2nd writing task 3nd writing task 4th writing task 5th writing task 
Student A 6 - 10 words 6 - 10 words 16 – 20 words 36 - 40 words 21 - 25 words
Student B 6 - 10 words 11 - 15 words 26 – 30 words 11 - 15 words 21 - 25 words
Student C 11 – 15 words 11 - 15 words 21 – 25 words 16 - 20 words 31 - 35 words
Student D 21 – 25 words 16 - 20 words 21 – 25 words 21 - 25 words 36 - 40 words
Student E 6 - 10 words 6 - 10 words 40 words or more 26 - 30 words 40 words or more
Student F 16- 20 words 6 - 10 words 40 words or more 16 - 20 words 40 words or more
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their texts with synonyms or various expressions. Finally, the term “rich vocabulary” refers to texts that contain 
synonymous and periphrastic expressions. As Table 2 presents, children with SEN managed to produce most of their 
texts by using a sufficient vocabulary. More specifically, students A and B used par excellence a sufficient 
vocabulary and they managed to enrich it in the second and third writing task, respectively.  It’s positive the fact that 
those children with learning disabilities didn’t use poor vocabulary thanks to the differentiated writing activities.  As 
for the third student with learning disabilities, he used a poor vocabulary at first which he managed to enrich in a
remarkable degree in the third writing task and maintain it in sufficient levels during the other writing tasks. As for 
the students with simple learning difficulties they presented many variations in the quality of their vocabulary. In 
particular, student D used rich vocabulary in three of the fifth writing tasks but she also expressed her ideas in a poor 
way in the third writing activity. In addition, students E and F used poor vocabulary in two writing tasks, sufficient 
vocabulary in two other ones and managed at one point of the intervention to use rich vocabulary. 
Table 2. The quality of the vocabulary students with SEN used individually during each differentiated creative 
writing task. 
The vocabulary of the texts
Students 1st writing task 2nd writing task 3rd writing task 4th writing task 5th writing task
Student A sufficient rich sufficient sufficient sufficient
Student B sufficient sufficient rich sufficient sufficient
Student C poor sufficient rich sufficient sufficient
Student D rich rich poor sufficient rich
Student E poor rich poor sufficient sufficient
Student F poor poor sufficient rich sufficient
Comparing the quality of vocabulary students with and without SEN used during all creative writing activities, 
we should emphasize the fact that almost half of the texts that children without learning disabilities or difficulties 
produced contain poor vocabulary, while students with SEN produced only 1/5 of all texts by using inadequate 
words and phrases.  On the other hand, children with SEN produced most texts with a sufficient vocabulary (53%) 
in comparison to their total performance and they managed to enrich the vocabulary in  27% of their texts while the 
other students managed to enrich only the 20% of their total  writing tasks (Figure 2). 
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Figure 2. The quality of vocabulary in texts produced by students with and without SEN during the whole 
intervention.
73Gkouni Vassiliki et al. / Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences 29 (2011) 67 – 74
At this point, it’s worth presenting comparatively the answers that children with SEN stated at the initial and final 
questionnaire about their preference to the individual, creative writing activities (fourth item).  As Figure 3 presents, 
five out of six of the students with learning difficulties stated that they liked those activities very much or quite 
much contrary to the initial questionnaire in which this percentage represented only half of those children.  
However, in the last question of the questionnaire, pupils with SEN didn’t prefer those activities as their first choice 
but at least they increased their preference in group tasks such as drama activities, group creative writing activities 
and discussions with their classmates.  This is probably a sign that these children with SEN who experience a variety 
of negative emotions about their performance and usually adopt a passive attitude at school, they found it easier to 
corporate with their peers thanks to differentiated teaching.
Figure 3. The answers of students with SEN in initial and final questionnaires about their preference to individual 
creative writing tasks. 
5. Conclusion
The results that we presented in our research are consonant with the results of other studies (Gould & Gould, 
2003; Manno, Chester, Bierlein, Vanourek, 1998; Tyner, 2009) which support the effectiveness of differentiated 
teaching in helping students with SEN cope with their learning difficulties. Without having the intention to 
generalize the above mentioned results as our intervention lasted for a short period of time and the follow-up 
assessment wasn’t possible to be conducted in our research, it’s noteworthy that thanks to the differentiated sheets 
students with SEN produced more extensive texts than usual which were comparable to the texts which students 
without learning difficulties produced. As for the quality of their vocabulary, their performance presented many 
variations but through the whole intervention they managed to maintain the quality of the vocabulary in a sufficient 
level while many texts with poor vocabulary were produced by students without SEN. Moreover, it’s important that 
after our intervention more children with SEN had a positive view of individual writing tasks, a finding that shows 
that even after a short period of time those pupils began to eliminate their negative feelings about their performance. 
Moreover, it’s important that those children ended choosing team activities as their favourite, unlike their usual 
preferences eliminating their negative feelings on account of their low self- esteem. As for the implementation of 
differentiated teaching through literature, we strongly believe that literature texts provide schoolteachers the 
opportunity to design a variety of entertaining activities for their students which contribute decisively to develop 
their cognitive, emotional and social level (Cornett, 1999). Therefore, we can draw the conclusion that teachers 
should implement differentiated teaching to serve the needs of all students so as to avoid making children with 
learning disabilities feel embarrassed and supporting them constantly to carry out their tasks (Vedder, Boekaerts, 
Seegers, 2003). Finally, future researchers could focus their attention on children who face up with a particular 
learning disability (e.g. dyslexia) or they could  investigate the effectiveness of the method on students with 
difficulties on the basis of a single cause (e.g. family environment).  
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